Loss of differentiation in intestinal metaplasia in cancerous stomachs. A comparative morphologic study.
229 stomachs resected for duodenal and gastric ulcer and carcinoma were examined with special regard to the morphological and histochemical pattern of intestinal metaplasia (IM). The results of qualitative and semiquantitative studies were analysed statistically. Whereas duodenal and gastric ulcer cases are best discriminated by the presence or absence of IM, the strongest discriminating factor between carcinoma and gastric ulcer is the content of goblet cells in metaplastic crypts. Metaplastic crypts lined exclusively with goblet cells producing sulfated acid glycoproteins could be identified in more than one third of the cancer cases. The increase in goblet cells coincides with a loss of the more differentiated cells in the metaplastic glands, such as enterocytes, APUD cells, or Paneth cells. This "enterocoli metaplasia" seems to be specific for cancer bearing mucosa and occurs more often in cancer of intestinal type; it may represent a form of a derepressive dedifferentiation. The significance of enterocoli metaplasia as a premalignant lesion remains to be elucidated.